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ABSTRACT

Recent New Zealand Ministry of Education publications have made it
clear that mainstream subject teachers in secondary schools are expected to
play an increasingly important role in the English language learning of English
language learners (ELLs), rather than this being the concern of specialist
English language teachers. The first step for mainstream teachers is to obtain
information about their ELLs, and a number of resources have been provided
for teachers to use. This paper reports on the results of a survey of the
knowledge that secondary mainstream teachers have of their ELLS’ background
and their level of English proficiency. The findings showed that secondary
mainstream teachers’ knowledge of their ELLs varies, but nearly all of the
teachers perceived that knowledge of their ELLs is important, and they reported
that they would like to know more. The research has implications for secondary
mainstream teachers in general, and for those who train or provide professional
development for secondary mainstream teachers.

INTRODUCTION

The education of English language learners (ELLs) is an area that has
received some focus in New Zealand in recent years as the number of ELLs in
New Zealand schools has increased. Recent statistics show that almost 23
percent of students in New Zealand schools are likely to be learning English as
a second or additional language (total numbers of Pasifika, Asian, ‘Other’ and
International students) (Education Counts, 2010). This figure alone would seem
to warrant a particular focus on ELLs. However, students from culturally and
linguistically diverse backgrounds are also ‘over-represented in statistics of
under-achievement’ in New Zealand (Price, 2008, p. 8). This is confirmed by the
Ministry of Education (2010, p. 30) statement that ‘New Zealand [also] has the
largest gap in achievement in the OECD for English Language Learners
(ELLs).

Most New Zealand secondary teachers work ‘in the mainstream’, that is,
with pupils whose learning needs, it is considered, can best be met by the
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‘regular’ classroom environment. In the case of ELLs, this means ‘immersing
language-minority immigrant students in all-English curricula, with or without
special support’ (Wang, Many & Krumenaker, 2008, p. 66). Benefits for ELLs of
mainstreaming are said to include ‘access to the regular curriculum, integration
with language-majority students, and an authentic context for learning academic
English’ (Clegg, 1996, as cited in Wang, Many & Krumenaker, 2008). The
extent to which ELLs are mainstreamed in New Zealand seems to depend
partly on the English language skills of the ELL and partly on the resources of
the school to provide specialist English language teaching. However, the most
common situation for ELLs who are above foundation level in secondary
schools is to be placed in mainstream classes for some or all of the time and for
some to perhaps be ‘withdrawn’ for ESOL support.

The New Zealand Curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2007a, p. 16) states
that ‘students who are new learners of English or coming into an English-
medium environment for the first time need explicit and extensive teaching of
English vocabulary, word forms, sentence and text structures, and language
uses’. There are, therefore, pressures on mainstream teachers to ‘provide
appropriate teaching environments and strategies which are effective in
engaging culturally and linguistically diverse students’ (Price, 2008, p. 9).

A number of teacher professional development resources have been
developed to assist teachers to work with ELLs (see Ministry of Education,
2012). Foremost among these is the English Language Learning Progressions
(ELLP) document (Ministry of Education, 2008a), published in hard-copy and
online, which has been designed to ‘explain what ESOL specialists and
mainstream teachers need to know about English language learners in order to
maximise their learning and participation’ (p. 4). It is suggested that the
progressions be used ‘to identify stages and patterns of progress in the
language development of English language learners in years 1-13; to analyse
the complexity of oral and written texts; [and] to monitor and report on English
language learners’ progress’ (p. 4).

The Ministry of Education also maintains the ESOL Online web site,
which is described as ‘a site for teachers to respond to the needs of their
English language learners’ (Ministry of Education, n.d.a). The site includes a
sizeable collection of resources relating to student needs and teacher needs,
information about reporting progress, and online teacher forums. Another key
resource is the ESOL Funding Assessment Guidelines (Ministry of Education,
1999a), which include the ESOL Assessment Forms. These must be used by all
schools applying for additional funding for ELLs, and mainstream and/or ESOL
teachers are required to assess the language skills of ELLs against a national
cohort. There are also several DVD and print resources which provide
suggestions for and examples of principles for working with ELLs (Ministry of
Education, 2004, 2007b, 2008b, 2008c).

Borg (2006) has reviewed a large number of studies in the area of
teacher cognition, which he defines as ‘what teachers think, know and believe’
(p- 1). Borg suggests that ‘understanding teacher cognition is central to the
process of understanding teaching’ (p. 1) and that teacher cognition research
has ‘provided evidence of the way in which teachers’ beliefs and knowledge
influence what teachers do in the classroom’ (p. 40). However, he also cautions
that there is no direct link between teacher knowledge and classroom practice
as there are ‘social, psychological and environmental factors which exist in
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schools and which teachers may perceive as being beyond their control’ (p. 40).
The framework formulated by Shulman (1987, as cited in Borg, 2006, p. 19) for
classifying teacher knowledge includes ‘knowledge of learners and their
characteristics’ and it is this area of teacher knowledge that the current study is
focused on.

The principle of knowing the learner is considered of such importance
that it is listed as the first of seven principles of effective teaching and learning
for ELLs recommended by the Ministry of Education (n.d.b). It is summarised
as, ‘Know your learners — their language background, their language
proficiency, their experiential background'. It is reinforced in the New Zealand
Curriculum document (Ministry of Education, 2007a), which states that the
curriculum puts ‘students at the centre of teaching and learning’ (p. 9).
Knowledge of learners’ background is important because ‘it is essential that
teachers respect and value students for who they are, where they come from,
and what they bring with them from their experiences’ (Ministry of Education,
2011). Knowledge of ELLs’ English language proficiency ‘will help teachers to
choose content, vocabulary, and tasks that are appropriate to each learner’s
age, stage, and language-learning needs’. (Ministry of Education 2008a, p. 2).
The implication of this principle is that mainstream teachers ‘need to develop a
rich knowledge and understanding of who their students are, what they bring
with them, and their learning strengths and needs’ (Ministry of Education, n.d.c).

THE PRESENT STUDY

Knowledge of their ELLs is the starting point for mainstream teachers in
working with these learners and is therefore a valuable area for research. To
the best of the author's knowledge, this is an area that has not been
investigated to date. The research reported here, therefore, addresses the
following questions:

1) What do secondary mainstream teachers know about the background
of their ELLs, and how important do they perceive this knowledge to
be?

2) What do secondary mainstream teachers know about the English
language level of their ELLs, and how important do they perceive this
knowledge to be?

3) How do secondary mainstream teachers obtain knowledge about
their ELLs?

4) Do secondary mainstream teachers think they know enough about
their ELLs?

5) Are there any factors that have prevented secondary mainstream
teachers from obtaining knowledge about their ELLS?

Secondary mainstream teachers of English, Science, Mathematics or
Social Science were sought to participate in the research. It was hoped that
teachers from these subject areas would be likely to be aware of the importance
of knowledge of their ELLs as professional development materials have been



Sue Edwards 110

produced for teachers of these subjects (Ministry of Education, 2007b, 2008b).
Of the eighteen participants, ten reported that they were English teachers, two
Social Science, three Mathematics and four Science. Two teachers reported
teaching more than one subject and two teachers skipped the question.

The participants had between 18 months and 35 years of teaching
experience, with seven having 20 or more years. Seventeen held a Bachelor's
degree and/or a Graduate Diploma in Teaching, with one holding a Master’s
degree. Five participants reported having completed all or part of a specialist
TESOL (Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages) qualification. Eight
participants reported that they had completed some professional development
for teaching ELLs. However, they all reported that this was obtained as part of
their Teaching degree or TESOL qualification; only one reported having done a
course related to teaching ELLs in their subject area.

Participants were asked to complete an online questionnaire. Questions
were of two types: those which asked participants to select from a list of
possible answers and those which asked participants to provide short answers.
It was not compulsory to answer every question and one or more participants
chose not to respond to some questions. The number of participants
responding to each question is indicated in the Findings section below, and
percentages are based on the number of responses.

FINDINGS

1) What do secondary mainstream teachers know about the background
of their ELLs, and how important do they perceive this knowledge to be?

As seen in Figure 1, the aspect of learner background that was most
well-known was ‘country of birth’ (13 teachers). However, 16 teachers rated this
knowledge as being very or somewhat important knowledge. Next well-known
was whether their ELLs were receiving ESOL tuition at school (11 teachers) but
17 rated this as very or somewhat important. 10 teachers knew their ELLS’ first
language, but 18 rated this as very or somewhat important. Eight teachers knew
‘some’ aspects of their learners’ culture but 17 also rated this as very or
somewhat important knowledge.

The remaining areas were known by very few of the teachers. Only three
teachers knew about their ELLs’ educational background and about the length
of time they had been living in New Zealand. Only one teacher knew if their
learners were receiving ESOL tuition out of school hours and none knew about
their learners’ home living situation. However, a high proportion of teachers
rated these areas as very or somewhat important.
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Figure 1. Teacher knowledge of ELLs’ background and its perceived importance

Teacher awareness of the importance of obtaining knowledge about their
ELLs was supported by responses to an open-ended question asking teachers
about how information about ELLs’ background had helped them. Eight of the
twelve teachers who responded indicated that that this knowledge enabled
them to better cater for their ELLS’ learning. Comments about this included:
‘Good starting points on whether students can handle mainstream English
requirements or will need a more individualised programme’; ‘It has helped with
understanding the level to pitch the subject at’; ‘Educational background has
been helpful as it allows scaffolding’; and, ‘It helps me respond to their needs in
the classroom’.

2) What do secondary mainstream teachers know about the English
language level of their ELLs, and how important do they perceive this
knowledge to be?

Only five of the 17 teachers who responded to this said they have ‘a
good knowledge’ of their ELLs’ general level of English while 11 said they ‘have
some knowledge’ and one reported ‘very little knowledge’ of this. 14 reported
that it was ‘very important’ to know their learners’ level of English although the
other three were ‘unsure’ how important it was.

Teachers were also asked to indicate whether they knew what their
ELLs’ level of English was in relation to their cohort on standardised tests and
according to the stages of the English Language Learning Progressions (ELLP).
These findings are shown in Figure 2. While nine of 17 respondents reported
that they knew their ELLS’ level of English compared to their cohort, 12 felt it
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was ‘very important’ to know this. Two teachers were ‘unsure’, and three
reported that this was ‘not very important’. Nine teachers reported that they
knew their ELLS’ results on standardised tests, with four responding negatively,
and four unsure, and 10 teachers reported that it was important to know the
results of standardised tests for ELLs. One said it was not very important but six
were unsure if this knowledge was important. Only two teachers reported that
they knew their ELLS’ level of English according to the stages of the ELLP with
11 reporting that they did not know this and four unsure. Five teachers thought
that knowledge of their ELLS’ level of English according to the ELLP stages was
‘very important’ with two responding that this was ‘not very important’ and 10
teachers reporting that they were ‘unsure’ if this was important.
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Figure 2. Teacher knowledge of ELLs' level of English and its perceived importance

3) How do secondary mainstream teachers obtain knowledge about their
ELLs?

Fifteen of 18 teachers reported that they had obtained information about
their ELLs’ backgrounds from the students themselves and the same number
reported that it had been obtained from the ESOL teacher while only six
teachers had obtained information from school records. When asked where
they would go to find out more information about their ELLs, 15 teachers
reported that they would go to the ESOL teacher with 14 also going to the
students and five to school records.

Sixteen of 17 respondents reported that they had obtained information
about their ELLs’ level of English from their own observations in class and the
same number from assessments in class. 12 had obtained information from the
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ESOL teacher and only three had used school records. Unfortunately, they
were not asked where they would go to find out more information about their
ELLs’ level of English.

4) Do secondary mainstream teachers think they know enough about their
ELLs?

When asked if they felt they knew enough about their ELLS’
backgrounds, only 5 of 18 teachers reported that they knew enough with the
remaining 13 reporting that they did not know enough about their ELLs (8
teachers) or were unsure (5 teachers). In regard to whether they would like to
know more about their ELLs’ level of English, 13 responded positively, with only
two teachers stating that they did not want to know more about this, with two
unsure.

5) Are there any factors that have prevented secondary mainstream
teachers from obtaining knowledge about their ELLs?

Ten of the 16 teachers who responded to this open-ended question
indicated that ‘time’ had prevented them from finding out more about their ELLS’
backgrounds. While four teachers said that there was ‘nothing’ that had
prevented them from finding out more, three indicated that the ‘language
barrier was a problem and two reported that poor school records (as a result of
information not being supplied by families) were an issue. Regarding knowledge
of ELLs’ level of English, nine of the 15 who responded simply wrote, ‘time’,
‘lack of time’, or ‘the time factor’ had prevented them from finding out more
about this. Four teachers said that there was ‘nothing’ that had prevented them
from finding out more and one reported ‘a lack of knowledge concerning ELLP
stages’.

DISCUSSION

Two overall patterns emerged from the findings regarding teacher
knowledge of ELLs’ backgrounds. Firstly, there were varying degrees of teacher
knowledge in this area. Although between half and two-thirds of the teachers
knew about their ELLs’ country of origin, their first language, and whether they
were attending ESOL classes at school, it is disappointing that this easily
obtainable information was not known by all the teachers. Other aspects of
background were known by less than half the teachers and some information
was not known by any. This is also disappointing given that various Ministry of
Education resources contain lists of the type of background knowledge which is
important for teachers to obtain (e.g., Ministry of Education, n.d.b, 1999b,
2008a).

Secondly, teachers’ reported knowledge of their ELLS’ background
lagged behind their perception of what is important for them to know. Overall
this can be seen as a positive finding as teachers may be open to finding out
more about their ELLs, having identified all aspects of learner background as
being important to know. This is supported by the finding that almost three-
quarters of the teachers reported not knowing enough or being unsure whether
they knew enough about their ELLs’ backgrounds.
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Regarding teacher knowledge of ELLs’ level of English, it is perhaps a
concern that the highest number of teachers who reported knowing anything
about this was ten; this was in regard to standardised tests. The finding that
only two teachers knew about their ELLS’ level of English proficiency in relation
to the stages of the ELLP, and only five teachers felt it was important to know
about this, may also be a concern given that this document had been
disseminated to all schools at least 18 months prior to the survey for use by all
teachers. In addition, more than half of the teachers reported being unsure
about whether knowledge of ELLs’ level of English in relation to the ELLP was
important. However, a positive finding of the research was that three-quarters of
the teachers said that they would like to know more about their ELLS’ level of
English.

Another finding to emerge from the research was the role of ESOL
specialist teachers in schools. It appears that mainstream teachers in the
survey see ESOL teachers as being important sources of knowledge about
ELLs but mainstream teachers also obtain as much information directly from
their ELLs. This may reflect practical necessity rather than a preference for
either source of information and would seem to be borne out by the finding that
a slightly higher number of teachers reported that they would go to the ESOL
teacher than to their ELLs to find out more information about their ELLS’
backgrounds.

A further key finding of the research was that ‘time’ was consistently
reported as the main factor that had prevented teachers from finding out more
about their ELLs’ backgrounds and their level of English. Although this may not
come as a surprise to teachers reading this report it is nevertheless something
that clearly needs to be reckoned with if teachers of mainstream subject classes
are to utilise available resources to obtain information about their ELLs.

A limitation of the study is that the data obtained was self-reported and
teachers may have under- or over-estimated their knowledge of their ELLs. The
study is also limited by the fact that a majority of the survey questions were
‘closed-response’. Although this type of question is quicker to complete and
analyse than data from interviews or other open-ended instruments it also does
not allow participants to ‘add any remarks, qualifications and explanations to the
categories, and there is a risk that the categories might not be exhaustive, and
that there might be bias in them’ (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2011, p. 382).
Supplementing the questionnaire with interviews or other ways of gathering
more qualitative data would have enabled a fuller understanding of mainstream
teacher knowledge of their ELLs. It would perhaps also have helped to fill in any
gaps that there may have been in the design of the survey questions. For
example, teachers were not asked what helped them to obtain information
about their learners, only what prevented them from finding out more about their
ELLs.

It would be useful, some 18 months to two years later, to conduct the
survey again with a different group of secondary mainstream teachers to see
whether their knowledge about the background and the English level of their
ELLs is higher than that found in the present study. Perhaps over the
intervening time there has been sufficient professional development to raise
teachers’ awareness of the principle of ‘Know the learner’ in relation to their
ELLs and of key resources such as the ELLP. Further research could also
include interviews with teachers, which could provide more in-depth information
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about their responses, including underlying causes of teacher knowledge or
lack of it.

A logical extension of the research in this paper would be an
investigation aimed at determining efficient and effective ways for secondary
mainstream teachers to obtain the information about their ELLs that they need
and which they have acknowledged is important for them to have. This could in
turn lead to an investigation into the type of ongoing professional support that
secondary mainstream teachers would most prefer in working with ELLs given
the constraints that they face. Some valuable work has been done in this area
with learners of different ages by Vine, Alton-Lee and Klenner (2000), Price
(2008), Haworth (2009) and Feryok & Barkhuizen (2008) in the New Zealand
context. In the international context, some who have investigated this are
Mittica (2003), de Jong & Harper (2005), and Wang, Many & Krumenaker
(2008).

CONCLUSION

Teachers of mainstream subjects in New Zealand secondary schools are
fortunate in that there are a number of resources available to them if they wish
to acquire knowledge about their ELLs. However, the current study, although it
is relatively small, has found that these resources are under-utilised. Secondary
mainstream teachers have indicated in this study that they acknowledge the
importance of obtaining information about their ELLs, and they would like to
know more, but they have also indicated that a lack of time (and to a lesser
extent other factors) has prevented them from learning more about their ELLSs.
This creates a challenge not only for teachers but also for school leaders and
school management.



Sue Edwards 116

REFERENCES

Borg, S. (2006). Teacher cognition and language education. London:
Continuum.

Cohen, L., Manion, L., & Morrison, K. (2011). Research methods in education
(7™ ed.). London: Routledge.

de Jong, E. J., & Harper, C. A. (2005). Preparing mainstream teachers for
English-language learners: Is being a good teacher good enough?
Teacher Education Quarterly, 32(2), 101-124.

Education  Counts  (2010). Student  numbers. Retrieved  from:
http://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/statistics/schooling/july_school_roll_r
eturns/6028

Feryok, A., & Barkhuizen, G. (2008). TESSOL training and secondary content
teachers: Incommensurable or in communication? The TESOLANZ
Journal, 16, 44-53.

Haworth, P. (2009). The quest for a mainstream EAL pedagogy. Teachers’
College Record, 111(9), 2179-2208.

Ministry of Education. (n.d.a) ESOL Online. Retrieved from:
http://esolonline.tki.org.nz/

Ministry of Education. (n.d.b). ESOL Online: Principles of effective teaching and
learning for English language learners. Retrieved from:

http://esolonline.tki.org.nz/ESOL-Online/Teacher-
needs/Pedagogy/Principles-of-effective-teaching-and-learning-for-
English-language-learners

Ministry of Education. (n.d.c). English Online: Know the learner — Key
questions.  Retrieved from:  http://englishonline.tki.org.nz/English-
Online/Student-needs/Planning-for-learning/Planning-using-
inquiry/Focusing-inquiry/Know-the-learner-key-questions

Ministry of Education. (1999a). ESOL funding assessment gquidelines.
Wellington: Learning Media.

Ministry of Education. (1999b). Non-English-Speaking-Background students: A
handbook for schools. Wellington: Learning Media.

Ministry of Education. (2004). ESOL in the Mainstream. Wellington: Ministry of
Education.

Ministry of Education. (2007a). The New Zealand Curriculum. Wellington:
Learning Media.

Ministry of Education. (2007b). Making language and learning work 1:
Integrating content and language in Mathematics and Science -
Facilitation notes to accompany the DVD. Wellington: Learning Media.



What Do New Zealand Secondary Mainstream Teachers Know About Their
English Language Learners? 117

Ministry of Education. (2008a). The English Language Learning Progressions.
Wellington: Learning Media. Retrieved from:
http://esolonline.tki.org.nz/ESOL- Online/Student-needs/The-English-
Language-Learning-Progressions

Ministry of Education. (2008b). Making language and learning work 2:
Integrating language and learning in secondary English and Social
Sciences — Facilitation notes to accompany the DVD. Wellington:
Learning Media.

Ministry of Education. (2008c). Oral Language progression exemplars for the
English language learning progressions. Christchurch: Visual learning.

Ministry of Education. (2010). Ministry of Education position paper: Assessment
(schooling sector). Wellington: Ministry of Education. Retrieved from:
http://planipolis.iiep.unesco.org/upload/New%20Zealand/New_Zealand_
AssessmentPositionPaperSep2010.pdf

Ministry of Education. (2011). Professional learning module: Knowledge of the
Learner. Retrieved  from: http://nzcurriculum.tki.org.nz/National-
Standards/Professional-development/Professional-learning-
modules/Knowledge-of-the-learner

Ministry of Education. (2012). Supporting English language learners. Retrieved
from:
http://www.minedu.govt.nz/NZEducation/EducationPolicies/Schools/Engli
shForSpeakersOfOtherLanguages/MaterialsResources/ESOLResources
Powerpoint.aspx

Mittica, R. (2003). Mentoring mainstream teachers of ESL students. The
Internet TESL Journal, (9), 11. Retrieved from: http://iteslj.org

Price, G. (2008). Scaffolding teacher learning: examining teacher practice and
the professional development process of teachers with culturally and
linguistically diverse (CLD) learners. Unpublished thesis, University of
Canterbury. Retrieved from: http://hdl.handle.net/10092/2682

Vine, E.W., Alton-Lee, A., & Klenner, L. (2000). Supporting curriculum learning
and language learning. Set, 3, 4-8.

Wang, Y., Many, J., & Krumenaker, L. (2008). Understanding the experiences
and needs of mainstream teachers of ESL students: Reflections from a
secondary Social Studies teacher. TESL Canada Journal, 25(2), 66-84.
Retrieved from:

http://journals.sfu.ca/tesl/index.php/tesl/article/viewFile/130/130



Sue Edwards 118

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

SUE EDWARDS
School of Education, Waikato Institute of Technology, Hamilton, New Zealand

Sue Edwards is a Principal Academic Staff
Member in the School of Education, Waikato
Institute of Technology and Programme
Coordinator of the Graduate Diploma in
Teaching English to Speakers of Other
Languages.

Sue’s current research interests are focused on
investigating the knowledge that teachers in
schools have of their English language learners
(ELLs) and strategies for teaching them, and
the preparedness of beginning teachers to work
with these learners. One of her goals is to
determine ways in which the professional development needs of teachers for
teaching ELLs can best be met.

Contact details: sue.edwards@wintec.ac.nz; School of Education, Waikato
Institute of Technology, Private Bag 3036, Waikato Mail Centre, Hamilton 3240,
New Zealand.

The opinions expressed are those of the paper author(s) and not the New Zealand Journal of Teachers’ Work.
Copyright is held by individual authors but offprints in the published format only may be distributed freely by individuals
provided that the source is fully acknowledged. [[SSN-1176-6662]



